. . . Halfway Done’ 

Tougher Tests for House Republican ‘Contract’ Lie Ahead 

1 BvKftnn 


By Kenneth J. Cooper and Helen Dewar 

Washiiigtioa Post Staff Writers 


face more trouble in the Senate than they did 
in the House. 


Midway through its first 100 days, the new 
Republican majority in the House has ap- 
proved the easier half of the “Contract With 
America” with dispatch and discipline. But the 
GOP initiatives have begun to pile up in a slow- 
er and more skeptical Senate. 

Holding to an intense, fivp-day schedule that 
has worn down some lawmakers, unified 
House Republicans have attracted straying 
Democrats so often that nearly every GOP bill 
passed with at least two-thirds support. 

“We’re approximately halfway done by the 
50th day," which falls pn Wednesday, House 
Majority Leader Richard K. Armey (R-Tex.) 
boasted. House Republicans had promised to 
bring all measures in their contract to a vote 
within 100 days. 

While the House has approved six contract 
items, the Senate has acted on only two of the 
least controversial ones. Senators from both 
parties warn that major initiatives are bound to 


In both chambers, the real tests are likely to 
come over bigger issues such as how far Con- 
gress will go in cutting taxes and changing 
welfare. Prospects for term limits for mem- 
bers of Congress remain bleak. 

House Republicans, as if making up for time 
lost di^g 40 years as a seemingly permanent 
minority, have churned out a constitutional 
amendment to require balanced federal budg- 
ets, a “line-item veto” eipanding presidential 
powers to control spending, a parliamentary 
mechanism to discourage unfunded mandates 
on states, a package of six anti-crime bills and 
a defense bill. President Clinton has already 
signed le^slation that will require Congress to 
comply with labor and civil rights laws. 

“We’ve got something to crow about,” said 
Rep. Roger Wicker (R-Miss.), president of the 
large freshman class that put Republicans in 
charge. “We’ve set the groundwork for funda- 
mentally changing the federal role in America 
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toward a smaller, more user-friendly govern- 
ment" 

In promising only votes on their contract. 
House Republicans set a relatively low standard of 
legislative performance for themselvesJ House 
Democrats last year passed their versions of bills 
to authorize a “line-item veto" and apply employ- 
ment laws to Congress, but got little credit after 
the measures faltered in the Senate. 

Keeping Promises 

Republican lawmakers have insisted they merit 
high grades for a record pace of floor votes and an 
unwavering commitment to their campaign prom- 
ises. 

“It’s an example of legislators keeping a prom- 
ise, and that’s important with the public cynicism 
and distrust,” said John J. Pitney Jr., coauthor of a 
recent book on House Repubhcans. 

The GOP contract also has raised supporters’ 
expectations that the conservative agenda it out- 
lines will actually be enacted. House Republicans 
face two obstacles: a GOP-controlled but slower 
Senate that presents big trouble for several con- 
tract items and a Democratic president who so far 
has threatened to veto the defense bill and a ma- 
jor part of the crime package. 

Only the unfunded mandates and congressional 
compliance bills have made it out of the Senate. 

, With its looser rules and deeper division on the is- 
sue, the Senate will have spent a whole month on 
debate of a balanced budget amendment that the 
House approved in two days. 

*Let*s Take it Slow' 

■ While Senate Repubhcans have stuck together 
so far, upcoming issues could peel off moderates, 
who hold the balance of power. “In the House, I 
think there’s a feeling it’s more important to stick 
by their promises than make deals,” said Sen. John 
H. Chafee (R-R.L), a leading moderate. “In the 
Senate, I think the feeling is, ‘Let’s take it slow.’ ” 
The outcome of the Senate’s Feb. 28 vote on 
the balanced budget amendment remains unpre- 
dictable. Uncertainty also faces line-item veto leg- 
islation, with Repubhcans divided over two com- 
peting versions, and a House crime package the 
Judiciary G)mmittee has yet to consider. No one 
has filed a Senate version of the House defense 
bill, but Senate Majority Leader Robert J. Dole 
(R-Kan.) does favor similar restrictions on U.S. 
participation in United Nations peacekeeping op- 
erations. 

“Our biggest problem is time,” Senate Majority 
Whip Trent Lott (R-Miss.) said. “We are commit- 
ted to bring up in some form ah or nearly ah of 
whatever they pass.” 

To get this far. House Repubhcans have sacri- 
ficed a few cherished contract provisions, notably 
a constitutional requirement of three-fifths votes 
to raise income taxes and a revival of Ronald Rea- 


gan’s “Star Wars” missile defense system. Manda- 
tory federal sentencing for crimes committed 
with a gun was put off until May to avoid a divi- 
sive fight over attempts to repeal a new ban on 
some assault-style weapons. 

Missing the Message? 

House Speaker Newt Gingrich (R-Ga.) has 
played down those and other revisions in the sur- 
vey-based Contract With America, of which he 
was coauthor, saying it was never “written in 
stone.” One lawyerly critic. Rep. Barney Frank 
(D-Mass.), has bihed the GOP campaign manifest 
“the most changeable contract I’ve ever seen.” 
Democrats who initiahy tried to define the Re- 
pubhcan campaign promises as “extreme” have 
taken to labeling them “irrelevant.” 

“I don’t think that what’s happened on the con- 
tract has created one job. I don't think it has 
raised the standard of hving or the wages of any 
American,” House Minority Leader Richard A. 
Gephardt (D-Mo.) said. 

Republicans have argued they must be doing 
something right because pubhc estimation of Con- 
gress has risen— though it is still, on balance, un- 
favorable. 

GOP lawmakers do worry they have done so 
much so fast that their government-limiting mes- 
sage has escaped many voters. They left town for 
the long hohday weekend with plans to tout the 
first 50 days. “We’ve been so busy doing the job 
we haven’t been able to do that,” Armey said, 
echoing what had been a frequent plaint of the old 
Democratic majority. 

“You look at the Republican Party two years 
ago,” political scientist Htney noted, “and they 
had the luxury of spending most of their time on 
‘spin.’ ” 

Three House committees — ^Judiciary, Govern- 
ment Reform and Oversight, and Ways and 
Means — have carried most of the contract. One 
day last week. Judiciary Committee members 
heard testimony on a product liability bill in the 
morning and managed a crime bill on the floor in- 
to the night. 

Sick and Tired 

“It’s tiring and stressful,” House Judiciary 
Chairman Henry J. Hyde (R-Ill.) said. “It’s not just 
the hours. It’s having to think while you’re here.” 
The intense schedule has frayed the nerves of 
Repubhcan aides and left weary lawmakers vul- 
nerable to minor illnesses like colds. “We know 
from the doctor’s office [in the Capitol] a lot of 
members are showing up with signs of exhaus- 
tion,” Armey said. 

The House returns this week to consider curbs 
on government regulations. Then follows what 
Gingrich has anticipated to be an all-out battle be- 
tween trial lawyers and corporate interests over 
ciurbs on civil lawsuits. 

The House plans to wrap up the second 50 days 
with action on congressional term limits, welfare 



changes and assorted tax cuts, coupled with 
spending cuts to pay for them. 

Armey, the House’s chief scheduler, said he 
expects the final lalf of the contract period to be 
more difficult. The ffist 50 days, he said, “was 
the easy half, no doubt about it. . . . We’ve had to 
have more time for committees to deal with 
more complex bills.” 

Prospects for sending to the states a constitu- 
tional amendment imposing limits on congres- 
sional terms have looked so bleak that support- 
ers have considered an alternative that would let 
each state set its own. 

On welfare overhaul, a bipartisan consensus 
has unraveled since Clinton and Rep. Michael N. 
Castle (R-DeL), then governors, joined to help 
lobby through Congress a 1988 law that promot- 
ed work among recipients. At the behest of Re- 
publican governors, GOP lawmakers have modi- 
fied their contract proposal to roll dozens of 
welfare programs into lump-sum pa)mients to 
the states. 

Potential trouble spots for the welfare legisla- 
tion include GOP proposals to end a long- 
standing guarantee of benefits to needy individu- 
als and to ban aid to teenage parents and nonciti- 
zens, including legal immigrants. 

House committees have scrambled to figure 
out ways to pay for $200 bilhon in GOP tax cuts 
for families with children, married couples. Social 
Security recipients and businesses. The long- 
term cost of lower taxes on business investments 
in plants and equipment has put that proposed 
reduction in jeopardy. 

Trouble in the Senate 

If the remaining contract items pass the 
House, more trouble lies ahead in the Senate, 
where members predict problems for term lim- 
its, tax cuts, welfare revisions and curbs on regu- 
lations. Lott said tax cuts and term limits would 
prove the most difficult to pass in the Senate, 
where Repubhcans have a margin of three votes, 
compared to 26 in the House. 

“Repubhcans [in the Senate] didn’t sign any 
manifesto for tax cuts,’’ Chafee said. Asked about 
House Repubhcan proposals bn welfare, moder- 
ate Sen. James M. Jeffords (R-Vt.) rephed: “I 
haven’t seen anything yet I’m happy with.” 
Although House Repubhcans promised only 
House votes on their campaign promises, voter 
reaction could depend on how the Senate re- 
sponds and how Chnton wields his veto pen. 

Norm Omstein, a congressional scholar at the 
American EnterpH^ Institute, said, “The real 
question for this Repubhcan Congress is going to 
come in the second 100 days, when we see 
whether a number of these items are going to be 
sent to the president or sent to the states” for 
ratification. 

Staff writers Eric Pianin and Barbara Vobejda 
contributed to this report. 


. THE CONTRACT WITH AMERICA: 
MIDPOINT SCORECARD 

H alfway through its first 100 days, the 104th Congress has 
passed two bills — covering congressional reforms and 
unfunded mandates. The House also has passed the balanced 
budget amendment, the line-item veto, a crime package and a 
defense measure. 
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►Tax breaks 

$500 per child tax credit 

Repeal marriage tax penalty 

Expand IRA savings accounts 

^Defense bill * 

Military defense strategy panel ^ 

Cut spending on peacekeeping 
operations ^ ^ 

Congressional approval 
for peacekeeping ^ tt 

Revitalize “Star Wars” ✓ X 

Restrict U.N. command 


of U.S. troops 


1^ Social Security 

Raise Social Security earnings limit 
Repeal 1993 tax hikes on Social 

, Security benefits 

IS” Economic growth and regulatory reform 

Reduce capital gains tax No action yet. 
Restrict unfunded manrtares ^ 

Paperwork reduction act ✓ mXre* 
Property rights act ■<— v 

Risk assessment 

ir-Legal Reform ^ > 

“Loser pays" laws 

Limit punitive damages 

Reform product liability laws 

►Term Ibnils 


✓ 

✓ 


['4— ► 


Rejected by House as statutory change; approved as House rule. 


